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The Mixed Four-wood Handicap Final 

By David Rowlandson 

 

I’ve been asked to write up a report for our Bowls Club News 

magazine this year. I’m new to the Club so forgive me if I am vague 

about terminology but here goes: 

Finally, Finals Day had arrived. All the members of Great Oak 

Lawn Bowls Club were eager to see the ‘Mixed Four Wood Handicap’ 

final between last year’s champion, Felix Snodgrass, and amazingly 

new recruit this year, Selina Smith. The competition had been 

whittled down from the original thirty two entrants to reach this 

climax. Felix had played his usual game and eased through all four 

rounds and was the firm favourite. Selina had scraped through each 

round, beating second favourite Ethel Snodgrass in a tight semi-final. 

Everyone was expecting a white-wash by Mr Snodgrass. 

For those of you unfamiliar with this competition, you should 

understand that the bowls the players use come in various weights 

and sizes running from 00 wood (another name for the bowl) up to a 

size 5. Each player has to select six different size woods from the 

Bowls Club’s store room and as long as they use four different woods 

each game, they can swap and change them at the end of a pair of 

ends. I believe having different weight and size woods makes it very 
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hard to judge the distance to bowl. I don’t know myself, I’ve never 

tried it. 

Sorry, this is sounding as complicated as cricket with their 

confusing rules. For those new or non-members reading this, a bowl 

is not the thing your mum used to put over your head when you were 

little to cut your hair, it is a ball. Don’t ask me why they don’t call it a 

ball. 

Each player has a jack, one yellow and one white and they both 

are bowled a minimum of 25 yards from the bowling mat in the same 

game. Each player then bowls in turn. The wood finishing closest to 

the jack gets four points, three for 2nd and so on. This works for 

either jack.  

Phew, I was right, this is hard to explain. No, jack is not a person, 

it is the name used for a ball smaller than the bowls. You’ll have to 

work out what a bowling mat is, it’ll take too long to explain here. 

Good luck. 

Those cleverer than me can work out it is possible to gain 

maximum points of 14 each end played if you are closest and second 

closest to both jacks. 

I’m beginning to understand why they call this a handicapped 

game. 

At the end of each end, the contestants bowl back in the 

opposite direction using the same four woods. This is a long game of 

endurance as they play thirty two ends.  

To keep them on the straight and narrow, the club had 

nominated a Marker. This was the Club’s Men’s captain, Richard 

Cunningham. It was his job to put the scores up on the scoreboard at 

the end of each end.  
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Yes I know, all this talk of ends is a little confusing too. I wish I 

had never started this. I’m getting more mixed up by the minute. 

If the players couldn’t agree the order of where each wood was 

in relation to the jack, the Marker measured the distance from the 

jack to the woods in contention. Richard’s job was to add up the 

points and I noticed he had a calculator in his pocket for when he ran 

out of fingers. Any further disputes were settled by calling for the 

umpire, the Club’s Ladies captain, Margaret Thatcher.  

I know. I couldn’t believe it either. It wasn’t you know who, but 

someone who fortunately, or unfortunately depending on your point 

of view, had our ex Prime Minister’s name. Mind you she did share 

some mannerisms and when she had made any decision announced 

that her decisions were final or as she put it, “This Lady’s not for 

Turning.” 

For the benefit of spectators watching the match, each player 

was asked to put coloured stickers on their woods to identify them 

from each other. Mr Snodgrass had blue and Mrs Smith had red. 

The presentations were to be made at the end of the match by 

Club President, Alderman Nigel Postlethwaite. He was resplendent in 

both his chains of office for the positions he held. 

Both finalists had marked up their woods and chosen six each 

from the store room, and remember only four could be used in each 

end. 

At two o’clock precisely the match began. The crowd were 

hushed throughout the game, with only the politest of claps given if 

one of them brushed the jack with their wood, which both of them 

did on the first end. Mrs Smith had won the toss of the coin and was 

first to bowl.  It was strange watching as each of them varied which 
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jack they were bowling to and which size wood enabled them to 

come closest. The first end was tied 10 points each. The crowd, 

looked stunned. I think that they had expected Mr Snodgrass to take 

an early lead. Mrs Smith was not at all overawed in her bright white 

shirt and shorts.  As per the rules, Mr Snodgrass had control of the 

mat for the return end. 

I told you before don’t ask me to explain the terminology 

surrounding the mat. Google it or something. 

After sixteen ends Mr Snodgrass was leading by twenty seven 

points. Mrs Smith asked if they could have a refreshment break. 

Understandable as the temperature on the green must have been 28 

degrees centigrade. 

Sorry, I used another bowling term again. The green is the grass 

surface they play on. You should have guessed that, after all this is 

why it’s called Lawn Bowls. Well they couldn’t call it any other colour 

could they? 

It was at this point that odd things started to happen. Someone 

on the side lines had a phone that began ringing. No-one owned up 

but for some reason it had rattled the Marker. His face had gone 

quite red, but that could have been down to him not wearing a hat. 

He had spent the previous day having the grey streaks in his hair 

coloured to match what he believed was his natural colour and he 

was keen to show his youthful looks to the watching members. 

Down at the far end, Mrs Thatcher looked as if she had nodded 

off. I don’t think anyone was brave enough to poke her to wake her 

up. 

The game restarted, but was immediately interrupted as a small 

dog came on to the green after coming through the privet hedge on 
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the east side of the green. The crowd yelled to catch it and bless him, 

Mr Cunningham did his best, somehow managing to keep the dog 

from picking up the jack, but he did succeed in chasing the dog out of 

the club area. The noise had woken up Mrs Thatcher who was most 

concerned that Mr Cunningham was now out of breath after all that 

running about, asking if he wanted her to take over. He declined 

telling her he was made of sterner stuff, after all he had been there 

in the Suez Crisis in the fifties.  He hadn’t noticed that the colour 

added to his hair the previous day had begun to run. 

The game restarted, but what had happened appeared to have 

unsettled Mr Snodgrass too, as Mrs Smith took a maximum 14 points 

from the next end.  

It was Mr Snodgrass’s turn to bowl first next. He had put up the 

jack and was just about to bowl when that dratted phone went off 

again. Mr Cunningham waved frantically for whoever it was to turn 

off the phone, but too late, Mr Snodgrass had bowled and it went 

out of the rink. 

Oh. I’ve not told you about them yet have I. No they didn’t play 

on ice. The green is divided into lanes, each one called a rink. Do you 

follow? There must be a bowls dictionary somewhere you can 

consult. 

Mr Snodgrass asked could he play his first bowl again, but the 

umpire, Mrs Thatcher would have none of it. I guessed she wanted 

to see the game out so she could get to the Cream tea that had been 

promised. 

Mrs Smith bowled a perfect line, nudging the yellow jack 

forward an inch or two. Angry at not being allowed to re-bowl his 

first wood, Mr Snodgrass sent his next wood down really hard and 
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fast attempting to knock his opponent’s wood out of the rink, but he 

missed the wood, and the jack, but not Mr Cunningham who he 

caught heavily on his left leg, and who spent the next few minutes 

massaging it and not watching what was happening on the rink. Mrs 

Smith put up another perfect wood, this time next to the white jack. 

Steam was coming out of Mr Snodgrass’s ears I suspect, as once 

again he bowled a wild wood, this time missing all the balls on the 

green but hitting an unfortunate pigeon that had momentarily 

landed on the rink. Feathers went everywhere as the disturbed bird 

sought an escape from the cannonball heading in it’s direction. 

Minus about half a dozen tail feathers it stuttered in flight over the 

hedge, only for us all to hear that dog barking as it chased the bird up 

into a nearby oak tree. 

Mr Cunningham tried his best to remove the feathers that by 

now where floating about in a sudden breeze. Mrs Smith’s third bowl 

was as good as the first two. Try as he could to pull himself together, 

Mr Snodgrass’s final two woods were not as good as any of Mrs 

Smith’s. Reaching the Marker Mr Snodgrass again began to complain 

and an argument began. They soon began pushing each other. Mr 

Snodgrass picked up one of the bowls and dropped it on the foot 

belonging to Mr Cunningham’s already bruised leg. His yell was 

enough to start the dog off again, who came through the fence and 

began chasing the limping Mr Cunningham. The spectators were in 

uproar, some shouting others creased up with laughter. Mrs 

Thatcher joined in trying to hit the dog with her handbag in order for 

it to let go of Mr Cunningham’s already bruised leg. 

It was at this point that the Club President, Alderman 

Postlethwaite took charge. Standing in the middle of the green he 

announced that the game was over. Mr Snodgrass would be banned 
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for life and could whoever had the phone please ring for an 

ambulance for Mr Cunningham. 

By the way Selina Smith was crowned ‘Mixed Four Wood 

Handicap Champion.’ Her husband did indeed phone for an 

ambulance and collected his dog and put it in the car before he 

joined Selina and her mother, Mrs Thatcher for a Cream tea. 

 

Contributed by Roland Postlethwaite 
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